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EXECUTIVE SUAAAAARY 




Introduction 



The need for better data on the performance of higher 
education has become a major focus of education 
policymakers, and this has been reflected in federal 
legislation. Community colleges are appropriately held 
accountable for the workforce outcomes of their students, but 
the data that are gathered to evaluate those outcomes must 
reflect the post-college occupational experiences of their 
students: child-care providers, engineers, nurses, general 
contractors, and members of the armed forces. To better 
understand the current state of linkages between education 
and workforce outcomes, we examined the following: 

1. The assumptions federal legislation makes about 
linkages between education and workforce outcomes 
and the data needed to document those outcomes. 

2. How well current data collection systems capture the 
workforce outcomes of educational pursuits. 

Linkages Between Education and 
Workforce Data Collection Proposed in 
Federal Legislation 

The U.S. Department of Education and Department of Labor 
have a variety of programs designed to use individual student 
data to examine the workforce outcomes of students who 
complete educational programs. However, most of these 
statewide student-level data systems have been focused 
on K-12 education, with explicit funding for state education 
agencies. Federally funded programs have collected 
individual-level data on postsecondary workforce outcomes 
to measure performance relating to employment placement, 
retention, and earnings; however, not all data are adequately 
available to participating community colleges. 

Data Sources for Workforce Outcomes of 
Educational Pursuits 

All states currently collect individual-level workforce data 
for those program participants who work for an employer 
through unemployment insurance systems. In some 
instances, individual-level unemployment insurance data 
are shared between agencies in a state and are shared 
between states through the Wage Record Interchange 
System (WRIS) data-sharing agreement. Workforce data 
for federal employees, including military personnel, are also 
collected and shared with states to meet federal reporting 
requirements via the Federal Employment Data Exchange 
System (FEDES). Unfortunately, institutional access to these 
data is limited, placing a considerable and unnecessary 
burden on institutions. 



A further limitation to the evaluation of postsecondary 
education programs is that, while state and federal systems 
collect individual-level data for those who work for an 
employer or government entities, those who are self- 
employed are not included in these data systems. In 2007, 
some 21.7 million people worked in fields such as veterinary 
services, accounting, general contractors, specialty trade 
contractors, health practitioners, social workers, machinery 
repair, and engineering. 

Policy Implications 

The use of data to make decisions is at the core of an 
accountability culture. The federal government has 
encouraged the collection of individual-level data to inform 
policy decisions about education and workforce preparation. 
These advancements, in addition to numerous data systems 
and interstate partnerships, contribute greatly to our ability to 
understand the link between college and career readiness, 
but much more needs to be done. If we want to create data 
systems that inform students, parents, employers, and the 
community while improving educational practice, strong 
longitudinal data systems must be developed and utilized 
in ways consistent with a variety of both programmatic and 
educational objectives. Addressing the limitations identified in 
this brief would signify a substantial step forward. 

Before the workforce outcomes of educational pursuits can 
be comprehensively analyzed, the following activities or 
policies need to receive further attention. 

1. Encouraging the establishment of postsecondary 
longitudinal data systems. Nearly half a billion dollars 
either has been spent or is pending distribution to SEAs 
for the expressed purpose of building longitudinal data 
systems based on student-unit records. While the Higher 
Education Opportunity Act of 2008 and the proposed 
American Graduation Initiative (AGI) encourage the 
establishment of postsecondary education data systems, 
the funds have yet to be provided (and AGI is not yet 
authorized). 

2. Providing colleges with access to data. Federal 

and state legislation need to explicitly authorize providing 
necessary and appropriate workforce-related data to 
colleges and their representing agencies, if applicable, 
while ensuring adequate privacy protections. The 
substantial institutional reporting burdens associated 
with federal programs would be greatly reduced if 
colleges were given the ability to more fully interact with 
existing data systems and exchange partnerships that 
track individual workforce outcomes. 



Moving Success From the Shadows: Data Systems That Link Education and Workforce Outcomes 
American Association of Community Colleges-Policy Brief 201 0-01 PBL 



3. Collecting comprehensive employment data. 

Collecting individual-level education and workforce 
outcome data across various state and federal 
departments, agencies, and partnerships must 
somehow take into account the role that individual 
choice plays in a given career path as well as the fact 



that, currently, employment data are not available for all 
categories of employment. Thus, collecting data that 
truly reflect occupational success for any given trainee 
is an immensely complicated issue that merits further 
analysis. 



Moving Success From the Shadows: Data Systems That Link Education and Workforce Outcomes 
American Association of Community Colleges-Policy Brief 201 0-01 PBL 



5 





pMi Success from the shadows: 

rA SYSTEMS THAT LINK EDUCATION AND 

WORKFORCE OUTCOMES 



Introduction 



The need for better data on the performance of higher 
education has become a major focus of education 
policymakers. Substantiating the success of postsecondary 
education entails providing evidence of workplace outcomes 
in addition to students’ attainment of certificates, degrees, 
or credentials. The recent focus on the relationship between 
education and workforce preparation is different than that in 
previous years in that there is now a call for collecting data 
on a broad, statewide scale as a means to gauge educational 
outcomes. This is clearly reflected in federal legislation. If 
community colleges are to accurately gauge and be held 
accountable for the workforce outcomes of their students, 
certain data are necessary. To better understand the 
current state of linkages between education and workforce 
outcomes, we examined the following: 

1 . The assumptions federal legislation makes about 
linkages between education and workforce outcomes 
and the data needed to document those outcomes. 

2. How well current data collection systems capture the 
workforce outcomes of educational pursuits. 

Initially we conducted this inquiry by analyzing source 
documents, including federal legislation, program 
descriptions, technical manuals, and other publications 
developed by or related to the programs under review. 

Then we verified the accuracy of interpretations of these 
texts through conversations with program administrators 
and others familiar with the nuances of the relevant federal 
policies. 

1. Linkages Between Education and 
Workforce Data Collection Proposed in 
Federal Legislation 

State Longitudinal Data Systems 

Legislation has been enacted to enable the U.S. Department 
of Education to aggressively support the development of 
statewide, student-unit record systems. Four federal acts, in 
particular, have shaped this emerging policy thrust. 

The Education Technical Assistance Act of 2002 1 introduced 
competitive grants for states to develop longitudinal data 
systems based on student-unit records. These Statewide 
Longitudinal Data Systems (SLDS) grants, administered 



by the Institute of Education Sciences, were available 
for FY 2006, 2007, and 2009. 2 The focus of the grants 
was to develop systems for gathering longitudinal data 



Table 1. 

Data Elements Required by the America 
COMPETES Act of 2007 



Preschool to Postsecondary Education 



Unique statewide student identifier. 

Student-level enrollment, demographic, and 
program participation information. 

Student-level information about the points at which stu- 
dents exit, transfer in, transfer out, drop out, or complete 
P-16 education programs. 

The capacity to communicate with higher 
education data systems. 

State data audit system assessing data quality, validity, 
and reliability. 



Preschool to Grade 12 



Yearly test records of individual students. 



Information on students not tested by grade and subject. 



A teacher identifier system with ability to match teacher 
to student. 



Student-level transcript information, including courses 
completed and grades earned. 

Student-level college readiness test scores. 



Postsecondary Education 



Information on the extent to which students 
transition successfully from secondary school to post- 
secondary education, including whether 
students enroll in remedial course work. 

Other information determined necessary to 
address alignment and adequate preparation for suc- 
cess in postsecondary education. 



Source: Public Law 110-69 § 6401 (e)(2)(d) 
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